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Abstract 

An important fact of the happiness literature is the apparent disconnect between economic 

growth and happiness, referred to as the “Easterlin Paradox.”  Although real income has grown 

over the last thirty years, happiness has stagnated or perhaps even declined.  Drawing on the 

cumulative 1973 to 2004 General Social Survey and using a sample of working-aged adults, this 

article demonstrates the complexity of these trends and suggests that once we consider multiple 

sources of satisfaction, trends in real income have less paradoxical implications.  The principal 

force behind declining happiness has been a decline in the number of working-aged Americans 

who are married, as well as declining marital satisfaction.  These trends, however, have been 

largely independent of trends in income.  Once marital factors are considered, the negative trend 

in happiness reverses direction, and economic factors emerge as the single most important force 

underlying growing happiness.  Three other trends further suggest that income matters for well-

being.  First, trends in financial satisfaction have, in recent periods, overlapped with gains in real 

income.  Second, perceptions of relative income have increased, despite growing income 

inequality.  Third, there is no evidence for “overwork” among families, at least as applied to 

happiness.        
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 The relationship between income and happiness invites a good deal of speculation.  On 

the one hand, most evidence indicates that income and happiness are positively associated.  This 

is perhaps unsurprising.  Income is related to a variety of positive life outcomes, and, when 

describing the characteristics of a good life, most people identify income as a key component 

(Diener and Oishi 2000).  Yet two other features of the relationship remain puzzling.  First, the 

relationship between income and happiness is characterized by diminishing returns.  For 

example, those appearing on the Forbes magazine’s list of wealthiest Americans report only 

slightly more happiness than the average American, and some, in fact, report being quite 

unhappy (Diener, Horwitz, and Emmons 1985).  Although this pattern is consistent with theories 

emphasizing the declining marginal utility of income (Veenhoven 1991), it is paradoxical given 

the many opportunities wealth would ordinarily seem to provide.  Second, and related to the first, 

the positive relationship between income and happiness found in the cross-section does not 

appear to hold over time.  Real income has increased in the United States over the last thirty 

years, and, in a very real sense, the material conditions of life have improved (Templeton 1999).  

Nevertheless, happiness has, if anything, declined, a phenomenon now referred to as the 

“Easterlin paradox” (Blanchflower and Oswald 2004; Diener and Suh 1997; Easterlin 1974, 

1995).  

 These two paradoxes of income have inspired wide-ranging speculation.  Some 

emphasize psychological factors, such as the persistence of relative deprivation.  Others 

emphasize rising consumption needs, in particular the hunger for luxury items that may bring 

status but perhaps do little in the long term for well-being.  Still others emphasize the behaviors 

associated with economic growth, arguing that the income growth has come at the expense of 

leisure, relationships, and health.  Many of these arguments, at least in their general form, are 
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long-standing.  More than a century ago in a letter to H.G. Wells, William James bemoaned 

America’s “exclusive worship” of monetary success, which he identified, with great disgust, as 

our “national disease” (from letters collected in Skrupskelis and Berkeley 2003).   

But is success, in fact, our national disease?  Has our pursuit of wealth, in effect, derailed 

our pursuit of happiness?  Although speculation is common, empirical research, especially 

research on trends, is surprisingly rare.  In this article, I use the cumulative 1973 to 2004 General 

Social Survey (GSS) to address trends in happiness.  Because the GSS is a repeated cross-section 

gathered over many years, it allows me to explore trends in an especially fine-grained fashion.  

Furthermore, the GSS provides a variety of relevant explanatory variables, including work hours 

and assorted financial evaluations.  Indeed, this set of variables is exhaustive in a critical sense—

with these variables, I am able to explain the entire income-happiness relationship and, at the 

same time, explain why happiness has not improved over time.   

THEORIES LINKING INCOME AND HAPPINESS AND EXPLAINING WHY 

HAPPINESS HAS NOT IMPROVED 

 The relationship between income and happiness is usually explained in terms of income, 

allowing the individual to pursue courses of action and consume goods that improve well-being.  

As most scholars now recognize, however, this intuition obscures the actual complexity of the 

relationship.  Rather than a more-or-less direct pathway from income to consumption to 

happiness, evidence reveals assorted indirect pathways, with income passing through judgments 

regarding one’s finances relative to one’s needs, as well as the behaviors that lead to more 

income but may or may not lead to happiness (Johnson and Krueger 2006).  For those interested 

in the Easterlin paradox, the problem lies in distinguishing these often-conflicting trends.            
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Judgment Models 

 The effects of income may depend on judgments regarding whether that income is 

adequate for maintaining a desired standard of living (Campbell, Converse, and Rodgers 1976).  

Judgment models refer to a general class of psychological processes wherein the individual 

evaluates an object relative to a standard.  In the case of income, the relative-deprivation 

approach is perhaps the most common such model and one of the most popular explanations for 

the Easterlin paradox (see Festinger 1954 for an early statement).  In this approach, the relevance 

of income for happiness rests with the status it confers rather than the consumption it allows.  

While a given level of income may be adequate from the standpoint of meeting all basic needs, it 

might nonetheless fail to improve well-being if that income is perceived to be below some status-

centered norm.  Because happiness is positively related to personal income but inversely related 

to the income of others, perceptions of relative standing tend to remain constant over time and so 

deflate the gains in utility one might otherwise realize from economic growth.      

 Other judgment models focus less on status and more on satisfaction.  The effects of 

financial satisfaction in mediating the income-happiness relationship are, in most studies, quite 

large (George 1992).  In the income literature, the prevailing view suggests an aspiration 

treadmill, wherein aspirations change as fast as actual circumstance, leading to a weak 

association between financial satisfaction and income—individuals always have slightly less 

than they want.   (van Praag and Frijters 2003).  Consistent with this view, there is a good deal of 

evidence that material aspirations shift commensurate with wealth.  For example, public-opinion 

surveys regarding the elements of a “good life” reveal that the number of goods one desires 

grows in a parallel fashion with the number of goods one already owns (Easterlin 2005).  

Similarly, the income individuals report as necessary to “get along” in life is hardly stable and, 
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above all, increases with income (Rainwater 1974).  Others have made very similar arguments, 

noting that our aspirations may have, in fact, increased much faster than our income.  Along 

these lines, Frank (1999) argues for an increasingly status-focused culture, wherein the pursuit of 

luxury goods is increasingly important to self-respect.  In a similar vein, Schor (1999) argues that 

Americans are increasingly concerned with emulating the lives of the rich and famous.  Of 

course, these things not only involve a change in how we evaluate our own status; they may also 

entail changes in our behavior.   

Overwork and the Systematic Underinvestment in Leisure  

 Broadening the scope of economic approaches to happiness, a different approach to the 

Easterlin paradox emphasizes the trade-offs individuals make in pursuit of higher income.  This 

approach is premised on two ideas: one, that individuals hold various misconceptions regarding 

the actual determinants of happiness and, two, that when pursuing wealth, individuals make 

decisions that systematically yield unhappy results (see Gilbert 2006 for a summary of affective 

forecasting).  Although not supported by any direct evidence, the idea that Americans are 

increasingly allocating their time in an ineffective manner is supported by assorted pieces of 

indirect evidence.  At a basic level, we know that Americans overvalue income relative to other 

demonstrable contributors to happiness.  In studies asking respondents to list the key ingredients 

to happiness, income consistently ranks high, often higher than family or health (Cantril 1965, 

but see Kasser and Ryan 1993 on finances vs. self-acceptance among college students).  In the 

same vein, there is some evidence linking materialism to impaired relationships.  Sheldon and 

Kasser (1995) find that those oriented toward extrinsic goals, including wealth accumulation, 

tend to have more conflict-ridden relationships with family and friends.   

 Perhaps even more compelling, at least for the present study, survey data reveal the kinds  
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of trends and value shifts that might deflate happiness over time.  From the early 1970s to the 

mid-1980s, the stated importance of private materialism increased sharply, while the importance 

of self-fulfillment—indicated by support for things such as finding “purpose and meaning” in 

life—declined (Easterlin and Crimmins 1991).  Likewise, McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and 

Brashears (2006) find an increase in social isolation between 1985 and 2004, and speculate, as 

have others (Putnam 2000), that this increase may be due to growth in work hours among 

families.  This confluence of factors may be sufficient to produce behavior that appears irrational 

with respect to the actual determinants of well-being.  However, the idea that Americans allocate 

time in suboptimal ways has not been fully evaluated.  In fact, we know little about the 

relationship between work hours and happiness, let alone the relationship between work hours 

and various other contributors to happiness.   

 This lack of empirical analysis represents a more general problem in the income-

happiness literature.  The field has a number of well-established theories for explaining why 

happiness has not increased even as real income has grown and each has received at least some 

empirical support.  Yet few scholars have tested one theory against the other.  In this light, it 

remains unclear which theory is most important for understanding trends and we are left with a 

cluttered field of contending theories.  My empirical analysis is devoted to understanding why 

happiness has or has not changed over time in response to changes in income.  In answering this 

question, I first address the empirical viability of each of the three theories discussed above and 

then apply these theories to understanding trends in happiness.   

DATA AND METHODS 

 I use the cumulative 1973 to 2004 General Social Survey (GSS) (Davis, Smith, and 

Marsden 2004).  The GSS is one of the most well-regarded and influential data sources in the 
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United States.  The survey is conducted face-to-face and is representative of the non-

institutionalized adult population of the United States.  Because the GSS has been fielded on a 

regular basis since the early 1970s, the data are especially useful for evaluating trends.  Although 

a longer period of time would have allowed for a more fine-grained investigation—capitalizing, 

for example, on long-term swings in economic performance—the period covered here has been 

the focus of much of the debate.   

Key Variables 

 Appendix Table A (appearing at the end of this article) describes the key variables.  The 

table presents the years and samples in which each of the items appeared, as well as a basic 

description of the survey questions.  The present study is concerned with evaluating trends, so 

the bulk of the analysis focuses on questions asked repeatedly and consistently.  These include:  

a question about overall happiness; measures of family income, adjusted for inflation; 

satisfaction with one’s financial situation; perceived relative income; marital happiness; self-

rated health; and average family work hours per week.  The models include other controls, but 

these serve as the central elements of my analysis.  

RESULTS 

 The analysis begins with two multiple-panel figures summarizing basic patterns.  Figure 

1 displays four patterns:  the relationship between real family income and happiness, trends in 

income, trends in happiness, and trends in total family work hours.   Among other things, Figure 

1 reveals a reversal in the happiness trend, the first sign—of several more to come—of an 

alignment between trends in income and trends in well-being.  Two things are important to 

appreciate, as they are consistent with previous research.  First, the relationship between income 

and happiness, while positive, diminishes at higher levels.  Second, trends in happiness do not 
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reflect trends in real income, at least not in any obvious way.  Despite gains in real income 

throughout the 1980s, happiness declined from 1973 through the mid-1990s.  After that, 

happiness began, somewhat suddenly, to increase.
1
  This result is consistent with both the 

Easterlin paradox and research showing a slight positive increase in happiness in developed 

countries.  Given the positive relationship between income and happiness, this late-period 

increase might very well reflect real economic growth.  Adding to this possibility, total family 

work hours declined somewhat after the mid-1990s, perhaps suggesting a softening of any trade-

offs between work hours and well-being.  Nevertheless, trends in happiness prior to 1994 are 

more complex and clearly cannot be explained by trends in real income alone.     

Insert Figure 1 About Here 

 Figure 2 turns to the key mediating variables for the income-happiness relationship.  The 

figure presents the relationship between real income and each of the mediating variables.  Recall 

that the theories outlined above suggest a weak relationship between income and several of the 

mediating variables or a relationship that diminishes with increasing income.  For example, 

income should not have an especially strong association with financial satisfaction, given 

adaptation.  In Figure 2, three things are important to appreciate.  First, there is no mediating 

variable for which the relationship reaches a true plateau.  The highest expected value is always 

found at the highest level of income.  Second, not every relationship is characterized by equally 

steep diminishing returns.  The slope between income and financial satisfaction, for example, 

diminishes very slowly, as does the slope between income and perceived relative status.  The 

former is not entirely consistent with the idea of adaptation and allows for the possibility that 

                                                 
1
 To avoid, for the moment, confounding trends in real income with other demographic trends, 

the panels displaying trends in real family income and trends in total family work hours are 

restricted to married respondents.  The regression models, however, use the full sample.    
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financial satisfaction has increased with improvements in real income.  Third, all the 

relationships are not equally strong, which suggests that understanding happiness, including its 

trends, requires more than understanding income and its correlates.  In fact, the relationship 

between income and marital happiness is very weak (.076), whereas the relationship between 

income and financial satisfaction is quite strong and shows little in the way of diminishing 

returns.       

Insert Figure 2 About Here 

 Table 1 examines trends in the key mediating variables:  perceived relative income, 

financial satisfaction, and, because of their relationship with work hours, marital happiness and 

health.  In all the models, year is modeled using a two-covariate spline function with knots set to 

overlap with the trends revealed in Figure 1.  The coefficients in the upper panel are from a 

multinomial logit model predicting perceived relative income.  The four equations predict the 

likelihood of reporting the given category of relative income relative to reporting “average” 

income.  The model controls for actual family income.  As a result, the year coefficients can be 

interpreted as the per-decade change in the likelihood of reporting a given level of relative 

income, holding actual income constant.  For the same reason, I also control for income when 

examining financial satisfaction.   

 Above all, Table 1 reveals countervailing forces, many of which are inconsistent with 

expectations derived from the theories described above.  For example, between 1973 and 1994, 

Americans grew increasingly likely to report above average income.  Yet, at the same time, 

Americans grew increasingly dissatisfied with their finances, and both marriage rates and marital 

happiness declined (marital status and happiness are here disentangled in order to clearly 

demonstrate trends).  Furthermore, some of these trends shifted after 1994, consistent with trends 
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in happiness.  After 1994, marital happiness began to increase, as did financial satisfaction 

(although not significant in the table, the 1994 to 2004 coefficient is significant if real income is 

not included in the model).  Which of these trends is most important for understanding why 

happiness has not increased?            

Insert Table 1 About Here   

 Table 2 attempts to explain trends in happiness by using multiple regression.  Table 2 

presents five models with progressively more stringent controls.  Together these models suggest 

that the apparent stability of happiness amidst rising income is an artifact of countervailing 

trends.  Model 1 begins with two key relationships:  the decline in happiness found between 

1973 and 1994 and the gradually decelerating relationship between income and happiness.  

These are modeled using two coefficients, the first for the trend to 1994, which is negative, and 

the second for the trend thereafter, which is positive.  The remaining models attempt to explain 

these twin patterns.  A satisfying model would reduce either or both of these coefficients to zero 

and/or statistical insignificance.  Model 1 controls for income, as well as age, race, and sex.  

Income is modeled as three separate spline components, corresponding to tertiales of low, 

medium, and high.  As expected, the coefficient for the lowest coefficient is largest, suggesting 

that the income-happiness relationship is stronger at lower levels of income, meaning that 

happiness necessitates a basic minimum of income.  Model 2 is the first attempt to explain the 

trends and, to that end, adds perceived relative income.  Perceived relative income does little to 

explain trends in happiness—as noted above, perceived relative standing has, if anything, 

increased over time—but it does explain a large fraction of the income-happiness relationship, 
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especially at lower levels of income.
2
  In Model 3, I add financial satisfaction.  Financial 

satisfaction explains two-thirds of the remaining income-happiness relationship in the third 

tertiale.  Financial satisfaction also explains about 34% of the decline in happiness between 1973 

and 1994:  the coefficient drops from -.029 to -.019.  Nevertheless, the negative trend in 

happiness remains significant. 

Insert Table 2 About Here 

 Model 4 presents a very different picture.  Controlling for marital happiness (which has 

marital status embedded within it) reverses the trend in overall happiness:  the trend coefficient 

up to year 1994 shifts from -.019 to .027.  This can be interpreted in a counterfactual fashion:  if 

it was not for declines in marital happiness between 1973 and 1994—that is, if everyone were 

assigned the average—overall happiness would have increased by about the same amount as it 

actually appeared to decline.  Part of the reason for this reversal is the magnitude of the marital 

happiness-overall happiness relationship.  The coefficients for martial happiness are remarkably 

large, suggesting that marriage is very important for well-being.  To be sure, only those reporting 

“very” happy marriages are happier than those who are not married, but many Americans do in 

fact, report very happy marriages, so the average marriage is strongly associated with happiness.  

Model 5 adds controls for self-rated health and, thus, explores the role of potential trade-offs 

between work hours—which have propelled gains in real income—and health.  Perhaps 

Americans are overworking and, so, increasing their income  at the expense of their health.  With 

this model, I am able to explain the entire remaining income-happiness relationship.  

                                                 
2
 In addition, because the two coefficients for below-average income are much more negative 

than the two coefficients for above-average income are positive, the mediating effects of 

perceived relative income are greater at lower levels of income.  For example, with controls for 

relative income, the coefficient for the first tertiale of income is reduced by 34%, whereas the 

coefficient for the third tertiale is reduced by less than 20%.   
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 Table 2 reveals a number of things, but most importantly it reveals that trends in marriage 

and marital happiness are offsetting otherwise positive trends in happiness.  Other models further 

support the idea that Americans would be happier, were it not for these trends in marriage.  I 

explored the relationship between family work hours and happiness, for example, as well as the 

relationship between family work hours and other sources of satisfaction, including marital 

happiness, satisfaction with friendships, and self-rated health.  The results generally support the 

idea that long work hours compromise well-being, as expected, but they also suggest that the 

point at which work hours begin to compromise health and well-being is well in excess of 80 

hours per week.  Recall from Figure 1 that the average work week per family exceeded 65 hours 

only once during the entire period under consideration.  If anything, Americans are moving 

closer to the optimum, not further from it.  Furthermore, if one begins with models that control 

for marital status and happiness and, thus, show a positive increase in happiness over time, 

income and employment play a much more decisive—and less paradoxical—role.  Controlling 

for income, employment status, and work hours explains much of the increase in happiness 

found between 1973 and 1994. 

DISCUSSION       

 The results of this study point to a rather unexpected alignment between economic 

behavior and happiness.  Happiness has, indeed, declined, but this decline appears to have less to 

do with financial judgments or overwork than trends in marital status and marital satisfaction.  

Furthermore, the paradox of rising income and declining happiness does not appear to hold once 

marital factors are considered.  In fact, after including these factors, overall happiness increased 

between 1973 and 2004, and this increase can be understood in a rather straightforward fashion, 

with little recourse to psychological judgments or status.  Virtually all of the increase is 
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attributable simply to rising income and growing labor-force participation.  Furthermore, there is 

no evidence that individuals are working in ways that compromise their well-being.  Indeed, was 

it not for growing economic opportunity, the twenty-year decline in happiness found between 

1973 and 1994 would have been a good deal more severe.  By the same token, the especially 

strong increase in happiness beginning in the late 1990s appears to be due to gains in real 

income, complemented by growing financial satisfaction.  During this period, real income and 

financial satisfaction moved in tandem, despite speculation regarding America’s growing need 

for status and luxury goods.   

 All this is not to say that any one of the three frameworks outlined in the introduction is 

entirely incorrect—it is merely to suggest that the direct pathway from income and happiness 

deserves more credit than it is usually given.  Other explanations should be put in their broader 

context.  Relative deprivation, for example, has a powerful relationship with well-being:  net of 

actual income, those who believe their income is below average are much less happy than those 

who believe their income is average.  Yet from the standpoint of declining happiness, relative 

deprivation is rather unimportant.  In fact, Americans grew increasingly likely to report above 

average income between 1973 and 1994, even as their happiness fell somewhat and wealth 

became, at least according to some, more ostentatious.  This result begs a number of questions, 

perhaps the most important of which is the source from which Americans derive their standards 

of comparison.  It is entirely possible that Americans derive their standards from personal past 

income as much as the putative current income of others.  Similarly, financial satisfaction is 

strongly related to happiness and, as much of the literature anticipates, it does not track perfectly 

with trends in actual income.  Between 1973 and 1994, for example, financial satisfaction 

declined at approximately the same pace as marital happiness declined.  Satisfaction, in short, 
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comes from something other than income alone.  Yet even with this growing financial 

discontent, financial satisfaction explains no more than 35% of the decline in overall happiness.   

By the same token, scholars are correct to assert that there are trade-offs between work hours and 

well-being, but those families working long enough to compromise their well-being are clearly 

outliers.  The average American family is very different.  Indeed, trends in labor-force 

participation and work hours have if anything propelled, not undermined, happiness.  

 Above all, this study reveals that the “paradox” of income may have been overdrawn.  In 

fact, over the last thirty years, happiness would have declined a great deal more than it did were 

it not for gains in real income.  This is not to say that all Americans are, under all circumstances, 

acting in ways that maximize their well-being.  Nor is it to suggest that the pursuit of wealth 

never entails a shadow side—from an empirical standpoint, commentators like William James 

are correct to highlight the perils of “worshiping” financial success, especially exclusively.  But 

it is to suggest that Americans may derive more satisfaction from income than is often 

acknowledged and, moreover, they may do a good job, on average, of balancing a happy life.     
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FIGURE 1.  Key Patterns in Happiness and Real Family Income, 1973 to 2004 General Social 

Survey 
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FIGURE 2.  Relationships between Real Family Income and Key Mediating Variables, 1973 to 2004 

General Social Survey 
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TABLE 1.  Trends in Mediating Variables, 1973 to 2004 General Social Survey 

   

Perceived Income Relative to Average 

 

 Far Above Average Above Average Below Average Far Below Average 

Year 1973 to 1994 0.237** 0.144** 0.037 0.064 

     (in decades) (0.078) (0.029) (0.027) (0.051) 

Year 1994 to 2004 -0.226 -0.089 0.015 0.168 

     (in decades) (0.203) (0.085) (0.078) (0.139) 

Income Controls  Yes  

Observations  26,352  

  

Satisfaction 

with Finances 

 

 

Married 

 

Marital 

Happiness 
†
 

 

 

Self-Rated Health 

Year 1973 to 1994 -0.029** -0.502** -0.031** 0.048** 

     (in decades) (0.007) (0.022) (0.007) (0.008) 

Year 1994 to 2004 0.032 -0.172** 0.046* -0.046* 

     (in decades) (0.020) (0.060) (0.022) (0.023) 

Income Controls Yes No No No 

Observations 26,352 26,352 15,160 26,352 

* p < .05; ** p < .01 (two-tailed test; standard errors in parentheses) 
†
 Sample restricted to married respondents. 

Note:  The perceived relative income model uses multinomial logit regression.  The remaining models 

use linear regression.  All models include controls for age, gender, and race.  Relative standing and 

satisfaction with finances models also include controls for income.   

 



TABLE 2.  Tobit Regression Models Explaining Trends in Happiness, 1973 to 2004 General Social Survey 

 One Two Three Four Five 

Year 1973 - 1994 -0.028** -0.029** -0.019* 0.027** 0.014 

     (in decades) (0.009) (0.009) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) 

Year 1994 - 2004 0.043 0.048 0.035 0.038 0.054* 

     (in decades) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) (0.023) (0.022) 

Income Spline (in $10,000)      

First Tertiale 0.171** 0.113** 0.096** 0.052** 0.001 

 (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.016) (0.016) 

Second Tertiale 0.164** 0.115** 0.094** 0.029** 0.015 

 (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.010) 

Third Tertiale 0.026** 0.021** 0.007* 0.001 -0.002 

 (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 

Perceived Relative Income [vs. Average]      

Far Below Average  -0.346** -0.162** -0.157** -0.125** 

  (0.027) (0.026) (0.024) (0.024) 

Below Average  -0.189** -0.067** -0.061** -0.049** 

  (0.014) (0.014) (0.013) (0.013) 

Above Average  0.053** -0.003 0.023 0.003 

  (0.016) (0.016) (0.015) (0.015) 

Far Above Average  0.109* 0.068 0.071 0.040 

  (0.043) (0.042) (0.039) (0.038) 

Satisfaction with Finances   0.291** 0.242** 0.219** 

   (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) 

Marital Happiness [vs. not married]      

Not Too Happy    -0.532** -0.477** 

    (0.037) (0.036) 

Pretty Happy    -0.090** -0.063** 

    (0.014) (0.014) 

Very Happy    0.642** 0.630** 

    (0.013) (0.012) 

Not Too Happy       

     (reverse question order)      

Pretty Happy      

     (reverse question order)      

Very Happy      

     (reverse question order)      

Self-Rated Health     0.198** 

     (0.006) 

Constant 2.150** 2.248** 1.579** 1.633** 1.051** 

Observations 26,352 26,352 26,352 26,352 26,352 

Years 1973-2004 1973-2004 1973-2004 1973-2004 1973-2004 

* p < .05; ** p < .01 (two-tailed test; standard errors in parentheses) 

Note:  All models also include controls for sex, race, and age.   
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Appendix Table A.  Description of Variables, 1973 to 2004 General Social Survey 

 

Variable 

 

Years and samples 

 

Description 

Real Family Income 1973 - 2004 (a) Family income in constant 1986 dollars 

Total Family Work Hours 1973 - 2004 (a) Usual number of hours per week at work for respondent and, when applicable, spouse 

Happiness 1973 - 2004 (b) “Taken all together, how would you say things are these days, would you say that you are 

very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?” 

Satisfaction with Finances 1973 - 2004 (b) “We are interested in how people are getting along financially these days. So far as you 

and your family are concerned, would you say that you are pretty well satisfied with your 

present financial situation, more or less satisfied, or not satisfied at all?” 

Perceived Relative Income 1973 - 2004 (b) “Compared with American families in general, would you say your family income is far 

below average, below average, average, above average, or far above average?” 

Marital Happiness 1973 - 2004 (b) “Taking things all together, how would you describe your marriage? Would you say that 

your marriage is very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?” 

Health 1973 - 1977, 1980, 1982, 1984, 1985, 

1987, 1988 - 2004 (c)  

“Would you say your own health, in general, is excellent, good, fair, or poor?” 

Satisfaction with Friendships 1973 - 1984, 1986, 1987, 1988 -1994 (c) “How much satisfaction do you get from your friendships, a very great deal, a great deal, 

quite a bit, a fair amount, some, a little, or none?” 

Frequency Socializing with Friends 1974, 1975, 1977, 1978, 1982, 1983, 

1985, 1986, 1988 - 2004(c) 

“How often do you spend a social evening with friends who live outside the 

neighborhood?  Almost every day, once or twice a week, several times a month, several 

times a year, about once a year, or never?” 

Size of Discussion Network 1985, 1987 (c)  “From time to time, most people discuss important matters with other people. Looking 

back over the last six months, who are the people with whom you discussed matters 

important to you?”  Record of the total number of people listed. 
a
 Item administered to all respondents. 

b
 Item administered to all respondents, except in 2002 and 2004, when item was administered to half. 

c
 Item administered to a sub-sample.   


